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THE TERRIBLE MOTHER
ARCHETYPE
The Case of Pope's Dulness and
Other Women in
Eighteenth-Century Texts
Carl R. Kropf

EDITOR'S NOTE; This is the last article written by Professor
Carl R. Kropf. His colleague, Murray L. Brown, who
prepared the manuscript of this article for publication, offers
a memorial minute:
The following essay was written by Professor Carl R.
Kropf (1940-1993) some months before his death in
March of 1993. Professor Kropf received his BA from
Otterbein College (1961), his MA from Kent State
University (1963), and his Ph.D. from Ohio State
University (1968). Upon receiving his Ph.D., he joined
the faculty at Georgia State University, in Atlanta,
Georgia, where he taught poetry, drama, and fiction of
the Restoration and eighteenth century. Professor
Kropf published many articles over the years in such
journals as Studies in English Literature, Journal of
Narrative Technique, Texas Studies in Language and
Literature, Eighteenth-Century Studies, Studies in the
Novel, Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation,
and Early American Literature. He was greatly
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esteemed by his students and by his colleagues in the
academic community. All of us at Georgia State
University miss him very much indeed. He is survived
by his wife Martha.

riting in 1955, Aubrey "Williams noted that "in the
pantheon of poetry no deity has remained, perhaps,
so mysterious as the goddess Dulness."* Since then
matters have not noticeably improved. Valerie Rumbold
discusses the women in The Dunciad and concludes that Dulness
"stands for what his [Pope's] mind abhors and imagination
craves."^ In what sense Dulness can be said to stand for what
Pope's imagination craves is unclear, but certainly she does
stand for much that he fears. As Patricia Spacks has noted,
many of the female figures in eighteenth-century literature—in
Smollett's novels, for example—are vaguely threatening,
ominous characters.^
Beyond doubt, figures like Pope's Dulness, his Spleen in The
Rape of the Lock, Swift's Criticism in The Battle of the Books, and
assorted other threatening female figures are part of the long
antifeminist tradition that Felicity Nussbaum finds in
eighteenth-century satire,'' but in fact the major feminist studies
of eighteenth-century texts have little or nothing to say about
these three related female figures. In her later study of
antifeminist satiric topoi, Nussbaum does not deal with these
' Aubrey Williams, Pope's Dunciad: A Study of Its Meaning (New York: Archon
Books, 1968), 144.
^ Valerie Rxunbold, Women's Place in Pope's World (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), 167.
' Patricia Meyer Spacks, "Early Fiaion and the Frightened Male" Novel 8
(1974-75): 14-15.
•* Felicity A. Nussbaum, "Pope's 'To a Lady' and the Eighteenth-Century Woman,"
Philological Quarlerly 54 (1975): 444.
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women.® Ellen Pollak refers to Spleen in passing,® as does Ruth
Salvaggio, who also mentions Swift's Criticism briefly.^ The
feminist critics' silence about these female figures is, I believe,
quite appropriate. The term "antifeminist" is usually used to
refer to works in which the authors' language consciously or
unconsciously privileges masculinity or masculine behavior in
a way that embodies western culture's pervasive assumptions
about women's inferior position. The evidence that most
eighteenth-century literature is antifeminist and that much
modern criticism of that literature is also antifeminist along
with much criticism of that literature is overwhelming.
William Walker has recently shown that even Locke, who was
unusually careful about allowing unarticulated assumptions to
infiltrate his language, often slips into antifeminist language and
imagery in his Essay.^ To say that the female figures under
consideration here are antifeminist, however, is to trivialize
their impact and to dilute their power as symbols. What I want
to argue is that rather than being merely unusually strong
exhibitions of virulent antifeminism, they are expressions of a
well-defined Jungian archetype. It can be ai^ued, I believe, that
the long antifeminist tradition that Nussbaum documents in
eighteenth-century satire is not only, or perhaps even predomi
nantly, the result of enculturated antifeminism.® Rather than
growing out of the age's obviously condescending attitude
toward women as naturally inferior beings, many of the
threatening female figures in eighteenth-century satire are
archetypal expressions of what Carl Jung called the "Terrible
Mother." In other words, they spring from the collective
' Felicity A. Nussbaum, The Brink of All We Hate (Lexington; University of
Kentucky Press, 1984).
' Ellen Pollack, The Politics of Sexual Myth: Gender and Ideology in the Verse of
Swift and Pope (Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 1985), 77, 97.
^ Ruth Salvaggio, Enlightened Absence: Neoclassical Configurations of the Feminine
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 69, 90.
' Wilham Walker, "Locke Minding Women," Eighteenth-Century Studies 23 (1990);
245-68.
' Nussbaum, "Pope's 'To a Lady,'" 444.
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unconscious and are therefore far more compelling as images of
dangerous and threatening forces than literary analysts have
recognized.
Because literary critics have often been rather cavalier in
their use of the phrase "archetypal image," it will be useful to
begin by recalling Jung's repeated reminders that the archetype
"in itself is an irrepresentable, unconscious, pre-existent form
that seems to be part of the inherited structure of the psyche
and can therefore manifest itself spontaneously anywhere, at
any time" and that "archetypes are not determined as regards
their content, but only as regards their form and then only to
a very limited degree."^" Consequently, identifying any symbol
as archetypal, or more accurately as an expression of an
archetype, is necessarily a stochastic enterprise. As a result,
careful authors such as Marie-Louise von Franz note that "one
can never say, or interpret, what an archetype means, but one
can to a certain extent circumambulate them [^rc] by showing
their different aspects and functions within their psychic set
up."" Erich Neumann therefore appropriately opens his study
of The Great Mother with the reminder that the term "arche
type" refers "not to any concrete image existing in space and
time, but to an inward image at work in the human psyche.
The symbolic expression of this psychic phenomenon is to be
found in the figures of the Great Goddess represented in the
myths and artistic creations of mankind."" In her positive
manifestation the Magna Mater is nature's benevolent, creative,
and nurturing force. For the Emperor Julian she is the "source
of the intellectual and creative gods, who in their turn guide the
All quotations from Jung are from The Collected Works, eds. Sir Herbert Read
et al., (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), vol. 10, 1847; vol. 9, intro.,
179.
" Marie-Louise von Franz, A Psychological Interpretation of the Golden Ass of
Apuleius (Irving: Spring Publications, 1980), 151.
Erich Neumann, The Great Mother; An Analysis of the Archetype, trans. Ralph
Manheim (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963), 3. See also Jimg's
discussion of the anima or mother figure: Symbols of Transformation {Complete
Works, vol. 5).
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visible gods: she is both the mother and spouse of mighty
Zeus; she came into being next to and together with the great
creator; she is in control of every form of life, and the cause of
all generation."" For Plutarch she is Isis, the "female form of
Nature" and "receptive of every form of generation."" In the
Isis-Book of Apuleius's Golden Ass she appears to Lucius and
identifies herself as "mother of the universe, the mistress of all
the elements, the first offspring of time."" In Christian
literature she appears most notably in Proverbs 8 as the
personification of the wisdom of God and in Patriarchal
writings as sapientia creata}^ It is in this form, as Sapience, that
Spenser addresses her in religious terms in his "An Hymne of
Heavenly Beavty."
Literary critics have recognized specific manifestations of
this benevolent aspect of the archetype in literature. Frank
Manley argues that Elizabeth Drury in Donne's Anniversaries
is a symbol "too complex for all its parts to be held in the mind
at once discursively," but "in present-day terms perhaps a vague
idea of what Donne was getting at is available in C. G. Jung's
concept of anima, which is in itself vague but which in general
represents the 'Idea of a Woman' in man, the image of his own
soul, of his own deepest reality." Similarly, in his analysis of
medieval European literature, Curtius recognizes a recurring
feminine power that "invades the concept of the Godhead. It

" Julian, "Hymm to the Mother of the Gods," in The Works of the Emperor Julian,
trans. Wihner Cave Wright (New York: Macmillan, 1913-23), I, 463.
" Plutarch, "Isis and Osiris," in Plutarch's Moralia, vol. 5, trans. Frank Cole Babbit
(Cambridge: Harvard Univenity Press, 1957), 129.
" Apuleius of Madauros, The Ms-Book, ed. J. Gwyn Griffiths (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1975), 75.
" Frank Manley, ed., John Donne: The Anniversaries (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1963), 18. Manley concludes his lengthy discussion of this feature
of the hterature by noting that "she is identified in Christian terms as the Holy
Ghost or the Spirit of the Messiah...the Grace of God, that was lost in the fall and
restored by the coming of Christ' (32). For discussion of other relevant traditions
see John Sitter, The Poetry of Pope's Dunciad (Minneapohs: University of
Minnesota Press, 1971).
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is the archetype of the unconscious, which C. G. Jung calls the
anima. >»17
Critics have been somewhat less ready to perceive the
appearance of the equally important negative features of the
Great Mother, even though Jung himself and Neumann
recognize the profoundly ambivalent nature of the archetype.'®
Neumann observes that the anima has "a positive and a negative
aspect; it preserves the ambivalent structure of the archetype
and, like the Great Mother, forms a unity in which positive,
negative, and ambivalently balanced constellations stand side by
side." In fact, he devotes a lengthy chapter to what he calls
"The Negative Elementary Character" of the Great Mother.''
In pagan myth, Isis is not only the mother of all living things,
she is also the destroyer and has, like Ishtar, in M. Ester
Harding's words "a twofold character. Not only is she the giver
of life but she is also the destroyer."^" In his extensive
comparative history of motherhood, Robert BriflFault notes the
presence of this same ambiguity in Christian attitudes toward
women, for in addition to being associated with divine wisdom
she is "universally regarded as having brought death into the
world and all our woe."^'
One can find this same ambiguity toward the female as
symbol in the immediate literary background to the eighteenthcentury. If the Mighty Mother appears as Sapience in Spenser's
"Hymne," she also appears in her negative aspect as the
loathsome resident of Error's Den in The Faerie Qveene. Like
Sin in Milton's Paradise Lost, Error's upper parts are female
while her lower parts are those of a huge serpent. Both figures
live in an underground setting and are surrounded by their

" Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, trans.
Willard R. Trask (New York: Pantheon Books, 1953), 122.
" See Jung, Complete Works, vol. 5.
" Neumann, The Great Mother, 34, 147-210.
M. Ester Harding, Woman's Mysteries Ancient and Modem {^evfYorV:. Putnam's
Sons, 1972), 109, 184.
Robert Briffault, The Mothers (London: AUen & Unwin, 1927), IT, 571.
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many children7^ While most critics agree that Milton's Sin
most immediately derives from Scylla who was identified with
sin in Christian literature at least as far back as St. John
Chrysostom, most of her features are also associated with the
Terrible Mother as we shall soon see. Even in his "Anniversa
ries" where Donne vaguely identifies Elizabeth Drury with the
spirit of the Second Person of the Christian God, he remarks
on the ambivalence of the female symbol:
For the first mariage was our funerall;
One woman at one blow, she kill'd vs all.
And singly, one by one, they kill vs now.
(105-07)"
Pope expresses a similar ambivalence in his "To a Lady""
when he writes "And yet, believe me, good as well as ill, /
Woman is at best a Contradiction still" (11. 269-70), thereby
once again expressing what Valerie Rumbold identifies as his
"troubled fascination with striking and assertive women" that
is a "recurring theme both in his poetry and in his personal
life.""
The constellation of images and figures that surround
expressions of the Terrible Mother figure derive from ancient
pagan ceremony and from the myths that grew up around the
gods." Jung writes, for example, that the genealogy of the
Sphinx has a number of connections with the Terrible Mother:

" The Fairie Qveene, I, 1, 14-15; Paradise Lost, II, 650-6.
Here, as is frequently Donne's habit, he puns on the term "to die," a meaning
made clear in subsequent lines; the term's sinister aspect is immediately evident.
I use Geoffrey Tillotson's The Rape of the Lock and Other Poems, 3rd ed. (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1962), and rely on James Sutherland's edition of The
Dunciad, 3rd. ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963). All subsequent
references will be to these two editions.
" Valerie Rumbold, Women's Place in Pope's World (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), xv.
The following discussion of these images is necessarily brief. See also Jung,
Complete Works, 5 and passim, and Neumann, 147-79.
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"she was a daughter of Echidna, a monster with the top half of
a beautiful maiden, and a hideous serpent below," a figure that
antedates by several millennia Spenser's Error and Milton's
Sin.^^ Like those two figures the Terrible Mother is also
commonly associated with the underground, or at least with a
cave or den, suggestive of the womb, and therefore of darkness.
In his explanation of the common features of the archetype,
Neumann emphasizes the importance of this facet of the image
cluster: "Thus the womb of the earth becomes the deadly
devouring maw of the underworld, and beside the fecundated
womb and the protecting cave of earth and mountain gapes the
abyss of hell, the dark hole of the depths, the devouring womb
of the grave and of death, of darkness without light, of
nothingness."^^
Like her benevolent counterpart, the Terrible Mother is also
endowed with transformative powers, to change life to death,
or like Circe to change men into beasts, especially into dogs.
Dogs (and the dogstar) and serpents are commonly associated
with the Terrible Mother as they are with Hecate and Artemus
and with Milton's Sin. And finally, incest is a consistent theme
associated with the Terrible Mother as it is with the mother of
the gods who is both mother and spouse to Zeus. In Paradise
Lost Milton's Sin, like Satan himself, is a fallen angel and their
offspring in Hell is Death. Immediately after his birth Death
rapes his mother, and as a result she gives birth to the dogs that
help them guard hell's gates.
This by no means completes the catalogue of unpleasant
images associated with the Terrible Mother, but it is at least
enough to provide a working basis for an analysis of some of
the female figures who appear in eighteenth-century satire and
to give an idea of the cluster of attributes one can expect to find
in expressions of the archetype. The danger with such an
analysis, of course, is that the critic will leap to the conclusion

See lung, Complete Works, 5:265.
Neumann, Tke Great Mother, 149.
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that he has located an expression of the Terrible Mother
archetype in a text when minimal evidence of its presence is
located. Unfortunately, no hard and fast rules can be formu
lated about the use of evidence in such cases, and one must
resort to simple common sense. Consider the example of
Tabitha, Matthew Bramble's termagant sister in Smollett's
Humphry Clinker, who might be regarded as an expression of
the Terrible Mother. She is clearly to be numbered among
those threatening women to whom Spacks refers in her
discussion of frightening women in the novels,^' and she is
devoted to Chowder, her egregious pet dog that causes all sorts
of tragicomic problems for her companions. Eighteenth-cen
tury novels, however, are filled with embittered, aging spinsters
on one last, desperate search for a husband. The fact that this
one is accompanied by a dog hardly justifies our mobilizing the
entire apparatus of analytical psychology to explain her
existence or to understand the significance of her presence in
the text. To do so would do more to complicate than clarify
our understanding of Smollett's accomplishment or our
appreciation of his characterization of the figure.
Restoration heroic tragedy, on the other hand, offers some
more interesting and complex female figures as candidates for
archetypal images. M. Ester Harding discusses what she calls
"the demonic, nonhuman aspect of woman" as it appears in her
relationships with men. "If a woman acts, in any situation, as
nothing but female," that is, if she acts purely according to
sexual instinct, her male companion
is very apt to get ensnared in a way which undermines
him. Such a situation has often been described in novels
and plays where a woman uses her power over a man to
induce him by means of her sex appeal to stay with her
when his duty or honor califs] him away. The typical
story is that he must join his regiment. When he goes to
' Spacks, 14.
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say goodby to her she coaxes him to remain or is so
alluring that he forgets his obligation, and the army
entrains without him.^°
To anyone acquainted with heroic tragedy where the major
conflict is commonly between the hero's honor or duty and his
love of the heroine, this sounds very familiar. In fact, it exactly
describes the conflict Dryden develops in the first three acts of
All for Love, his version of the Anthony-Cleopatra story and his
best tragedy. For the purposes of the present analysis an even
more interesting example is Dryden's Conquest of Grenada, his
longest and most complex heroic tragedy. Dryden's hero,
Almanzor, is torn between his honor and his love for Amanda
who is promised and eventually married to someone else. In
spite of his pleas and her love for him, Amanda remains true to
her vows, contrary to her own instincts. Meanwhile, a
contrasting female character, Lyndaraxa, uses her sexual appeal
to foment plots and rebellions to satisfy her desire to become
queen. The plot, like that of many heroic tragedies, repeatedly
defies probability and the characterization is extravagant far
beyond credibility. But the play's contemporary popularity and
its continued fascination for modern readers becomes more
comprehensible if the entire work is approached in terms of
myth and the two women as expressions of the two contrasting
aspects of the mother archetype. Amanda is clearly the
nurturing, generative mother of order, acting at every turn as
the positive female principle. Lyndaraxa is consistently
associated with disorder, devouring greed, and darkness.
The major satires of the eighteenth century, and especially
the mock-epics, provide the clearest, most explicit expressions
of the Terrible Mother. The genre itself furnishes a context in
which readers expect to find classical allusions, characters
reminiscent of or analogous to those found in classical epics,
and events important to cultural and social history. And the
' Harding, 81.
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best mock-epics of the age assuredly possess these qualities. The
fact that most satire, at least of the Horatian kind, is humorous,
sometimes even rollicking, by no means forecloses its treatment
of serious matters. Satire is composed precisely because the
author thinks something is wrong; the use of mock-epic
implies that the issues are grave and deserve serious attention.
Ronald Paulson has shown that "the satire of Dryden, Swift,
and Pope follows a tradition beginning in Christian humanism,"
and when their satire "is ostensibly about literary vices, it is
actually about moral and religious issues."^'
This is certainly the case with the three works in which the
three female figures of major interest here appear. Swift's Battle
of the Books, in which Criticism is personified as a Terrible
Mother, is one of hundreds of documents in the AncientsModerns Controversy, a debate that involved much more than
the relative merits of ancient and modern literary works. As
Richard Jones has convincingly shown, it embraced the entire
range of cultural values and provoked a broad debate over the
accomplishments of modern science, art, and politics.^^ Pope's
Rape of the Lock, where Spleen appears as a goddess of the
underworld, includes a serious commentary on the pride and
depravity of the privileged social classes, and of course The
Dunciad, especially The Dunciad, in Four Books (1742), is an
elegy for an entire system of values and in its fourth book
chronicles the final triumph of Dulness and the moderns who
worship her. All three of these works, in other words, record
what the ancient commentators on the epic called the translatio
studii, the rise and fall of cultures and the clash of values such
events involve. These are phenomena worthy of epic treatment
and such as the gods might concern themselves with.
And finally, it is certainly germane to the present argument
to recall that satire, more than most other forms of literary art.
Ronald Paulson, The Fictions of Satire (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1967), 113-14.
Richard Foster Jones, Ancients and Modems, 2nd ed. (St. Louis: Washington
University Press, 1961).

f Jf''
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enjoys a privileged position with respect to ritual and ancient
myth. In his study of the affinities between satire and magic,
Robert C. Elliott concludes that the satirist "may contribute to
the richness and coherence of his culture by virtue of its being
a constitutive element of ritual, as in the Greek Phallic Songs.
Or it may be employed in straightforward and warlike defense
of his tribe against threat from without."^^ As literary
historians have repeatedly argued, the Tory satirists of the
eighteenth century were an embattled tribe fighting a hopeless
war against the encroachments of modern art and morality.
That they chose satire and mock-epic in particular as their
weapon and that the immediate issues were both pressing and
morally consequential are significantly enabling conditions for
the appearance of expressions of the Terrible Mother archetype,
and they justify the expectation that these satirists would deploy
the most powerful imagery available in the genre's arsenal.
Among the three works at hand the Terrible Mother puts in
her briefest appearance as the "malignant Deity" Criticism in
Swift's Battle of the Books where Momus, symbol of the modern
carping critic and patron god of the Moderns, seeks her aid in
behalf of his worshipers. He finds her atop a mountain "in her
Den, upon the Spoils of numberless Volumes half devoured."^'*
Like the Magna Mater figure, she is associated 'with the incest
theme, for next to her is "Ignorance, her Father and Husband."
She is additionally associated with animals, having "Claws like
a Cat: Her Head, and Ears, and Voice, resembled those of an
Ass." Her spleen, the organ associated with bad temper, "was
so large, as to stand prominent like a Dug of the first Rate, nor
wanted Excrescencies in form of Teats, at which a Crew of ugly
Monsters were greedily sucking." Momus arouses her from a

Robert C. Elliot, The Power of Satire: Magic Ritual, Art (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1960).
Jonathan Swift, A Tale of a Tub, ed. A. C. Guthkelch and D. Nichol Smith, 2nd
ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958), 247. Compare the passage quoted earlier
(xxx) where Netunaim discusses "the protecting cave of earth and moimtain" and
its associations with the Terrible Mother.
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characteristic lethai^, and she visits the scene of the impending
battle in St. James's Library to sanctify the exploits of her
mortal son, William Wotton. Here "the Cares of a Mother
began to fill her Thoughts" and she assumes the guise of
Wotton's friend Richard Bentley to deliver a message of
inspiration to her offspring (241-3).
We do not need a point by point correlation of this
description with the earlier catalogue of characteristics
associated with the Terrible Mother to get the message. The
operative symbolism here is of the archetype. One interesting
feature of this sketch is the arrangement of the minor gods and
goddesses surrounding Criticism. Ignorance and Pride sit
respectively on her right and left hands, and arranged about her
are a number of subservient deities—"Noise and Impudence,
Dullness and Vanity, Positiveness, Pedantry, -siaA Ill-MannersA The
arrangement recalls the emblematic representations of any
number of semi-divine female figures in medieval and
Renaissance manuscripts. Sapience, Sophia, or Ecclesia and
sometimes the Madonna, are commonly depicted as standing or
enthroned in a superior position with various minor allegorical
figures arranged around them or sometimes suckling them.^^
Swift's entire scene is an inversion of these emblems in both
substance and import. This theme of perverse transformation
extends to Criticism's own transformational powers: "'Tis
I...who give Wisdom to infants and Idiots; By Me, Children grow
wiser than their Parents; and School-boys, Judges of Philosophy"
(241). The image is complete, compelling, and unmistakable.
The picture is not entirely grim despite Criticism's claim that
"'Tis I, who have deposed Wit and Knowledge from their Empire
over Poetry, and advanced my self in their steadP (241), for in the
end the ancients and humane enlightenment survive. The
Terrible Mother's final victory had to wait until the fourth

See, for example, Neumann, plates on 174, 175, 178; Jung, Complete Works, vol.
12, plates 26, 201. Pope was to use this same kind of setting in his description of
Fame in his Temple of Fame (1715), 11. 258-75.
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book of Tlje Dunciad, but her presence here is a measure of the
gravity of the threat in Swift's view.
Pope's Rape of the Lock is a more fully realized mock epic
than The Battle of the Books in the sense that it exploits the full
range of epic conventions for its satire, rather than concentrat
ing on the heroic battle as its major feature. In the fourth
canto after Belinda's lock has been ravished, Umbriel, "a dusky
melancholy Spright," descends "to the Central Earth, his proper
scene," to the "gloomy Cave of Spleen" where he implores the
goddess to upset Belinda's serenity and give her a fit of hysterics
(IV 18-89). He finds the goddess in her grotto "screen'd in
Shades from Day's detested Glare," reclining like Swift's
Criticism "on her pensive Bed." She is attended by two
handmaidens, Ill-Nature and Affectation, and surrounded by
"unnumber'd Throngs" of both men women "chang'd to
various Forms by Spleen." The entire environment vaguely
recalls pagan ritual and ominous circumstance:
A constant Vapour o'er the Palace flies;
Strange Phantoms rising as the Mists arise;
Dreadful, as Hermit's Dreams in haunted Shades,
Or bright as Visions of expiring Maids.
Now glaring Fiends, and Snakes on rolling Spires,
Pale Spectres, gaping Tombs, and Purple Fires:
Now Lakes of liquid Gold, Elysian Scenes,
And Crystal Domes, and Angels in Machines.
(TV, 38-46)
As the editors of the Twickenham Edition note. Pope is
describing here the typical stage setting in such contemporary
opera and pantomime as Mountford's Life and Death of Doctor
Faustus and D'Urfey's Wonders of the Sun. Umbriel makes his
way safely through this setting with "a Branch of healing
Spleenwort in his hand," reminiscent of the golden bough
Aeneas carries as a passport on his visit to Hades.
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The emphasis in this sketch is on the Terrible Mother's
transformational powers expressed in terms of overheated
imaginings:
A Pipkin there like Homer's Tripod walks;
Here sighs a Jar, and there a Goose-pye talks
Men prove with Child, as pow'rful Fancy works.
And Maids turn'd Bottles, call aloud for Corks.
(IV, 51-4)
This same power later will turn the mild mannered Belinda into
a hysterical shrew in Canto V. The Magna Mater's transforming
power, for good or for ill, is one of her most dominant
characteristics.
Neumann devotes four chapters to the
transformative character of the archetype,^^ and Jung's fullest
discussion of the Terrible Mother occurs in his book on
Symbols of Transformation?^ The point is that later when
Belinda becomes hysterical she is "possessed" by the Terrible
Mother and is a representative of the powers of evil. As
Thalestris remarks in her advice to Belinda, to submit to the
Baron's insult without violent protest is to sacrifice her public
honor, and rather than that "Sooner let Earth, Air, Sea, to
Chaos fall, / Men, Monkies, Lap-dogs, Parrots, Perish all!" (IV,
119-20). The brief sketch of chaos here anticipates the fourth
book of The Dunciad just as the sketch of Spleen anticipates
many of Dulness's characteristics in the same work.
It would be a mistake to make too much of the appearance
of the Terrible Mother in The Rape of the Lock. The entire tone
of the work is a good deal less somber than that of The
Dunciad, for Belinda's social circle is relatively harmless and
presents no real threat to the moral fabric of the community as
a whole except in so far as Belinda allows herself to become
possessed by the devastating spirit of the Terrible Mother and

" Neumann, The Great Mother, 211-338.
Jung, Complete Works, vol. 5.
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wages destructive war on society. Insofar as she does so, she
functions as the direct opposite of Elizabeth Drury in Donne's
"First Anniversary." Donne sees Drury as a kind of Christ
figure in her fleshly manifestation:
Shee tooke the weaker Sex, she that could drive
The Poysonous tinture, and the stayne of Eue,
Out of her thoughts, and deeds; and purifie
All, by a true religious Alchimy. (179-82)^^
Under Spleen's influence Belinda becomes the antithesis of this
benevolent Great Mother.
Dulness in The Dunciad is a fuller and more sustained
treatment of the Terrible Mother. As early as 1955, Aubrey
Williams identified Dulness with the "'Magna Mater, the
maternal deity whose cult was popular in Rome."^' More
recently, Douglas Brooks-Davies, in an otherwise severely
flawed study of the poem, identifies Dulness with Isis."*® Pope
refers to her explicitly as the Mighty Mother at both the
beginning (I, 1) and at the end (IV, 642) of the poem, and dates
her existence from "eldest time, e'er mortals writ or read, / E'er
Pallas issu'd from the Thund'rer's Head" when she reigned
supreme as "Daughter of Chaos and eternal Night" (I, 9-12).'*^
As we have corrie to expect of the Terrible Mother figures, she
resides in a cave, in this case "The Cave of Poverty and Poetry"
which constitutes her "sacred Dome" (I, 34, 265), and is seated
on a throne with her favorite son, Cibber, reclining in her lap
(TV, 20). The image recalls any number of renditions not only

" The reference to alchemy as a transforming process is appropriate to the contejct.
Jung's studies of alchemy {Complete Works, vol. 12, 513) demonstrate the extensive
association between the female figure's and alchemy's transforming powers.
" Pope's Dunciad, 26.
Douglas Brooks-Davies, Pope's Dunciad and the Queen of Night (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1985), 122.
All quotations are from the "B" text in the Twickenham edition unless otherwise
specified in the text.
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of "Madonna with child" but also of surviving Egyptian images
of the seated Isis holding Horus in her lap/^ As we have also
come to expect, she is surrounded by her attendants, Envy and
Flattery (IV, 36) in this case, and by her captured enemies
bound and gagged, the arts, sciences and muses.
In Williams's view, Dulness is a distinctly Christian, satanic
figure, and certainly he marshals an impressive amount of
evidence in the form of Pope's many allusions to satanic
contexts in Paradise Lost and especially to Milton's personifi
cation of Sin (131-9). But an equally impressive body of
evidence points toward a more pagan conception of evil in the
poem. In addition to the evidence already cited that is
associated with the Magna Mater figure, Dulness is also
associated with the Dogstar (TV, 9) as was Isis (Plutarch, 53, 91;
Harding, 172) and with Hesiod's portrait of the Great Mother
in his Theogony. There Hesiod tells us that first came Chaos
and from Chaos came "Erebus and black Night,'"*^ a passage
that Pope clearly echoes and footnotes (I, 12n).
She is also associated with ominous transformational powers,
especially in Book IV, far beyond anything that could be
accounted for in terms of a Christian context. Williams seems
to be aware that Dulness transformational powers are associated
with her being an expression of an evil archetype: "For as Pope
employs this principle of inversion in the Dunciad," he writes,
"it is more than a matter of technique: it is also a realization
of the nature of evil, of its negative and destructive qualities.'""
This is especially true of Book IV, which begins with a new
invocation where the poet promises to celebrate (that is, to
symbolically recreate in the sense that the Mass is a celebration)
ancient mysteries (IV, 5). The promise is fulfilled in lines 517ff.
when "a Wizard old his Cup extends" and the final transform-

See Neumann, The Great Mother, plate on 38.
Hesiod, The Homeric Hymns and Homerica, trans. Hugh G. Evelyn-White
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1950), 87.
Williams, 155.
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ation to chaos begins. That Pope had ancient, pagan rites in
mind is made evident in his note on the line:
Lastly the great Mother shutteth up the Solemnity with
her gracious benediction, which concludeth in drawing
the Curtain, and laying all her Children to rest. It is to
be observed that Dulness, before this her Restoration, had
her Pontiffs in Partibus-, who from time to time held her
Mysteries in secret, and with great privacy. But now, on
her Re-establishment, she celebrateth them, like those of
the Cretans (the most ancient of all Mysteries) in open
day, and offereth them to the inspection of all men.
One other interesting detail is worth noting. Dulness's final act
is to yawn mightily (IV, 605) which might be taken as a parody
of the last trumpet or as an inverted logos, the "uncreating
word" to which Pope refers (TV, 654). Curiously, however,
Neumann points out that the yawn is anciently associated with
the devouring maw of death, itself associated with the Terrible
Mother (171-3) and with the motif of the vagina dentata
(168-9). In her final act Dulness thus confirms her identity as
the Terrible Mother.
If we return to the propositions and the critical problems
with which this discussion opened, several conclusions seem
plausible. In the first place there is almost invariably a certain
minimal circularity built into arguments about the literary
expression of archetypes. By their very nature such expressions
are unconscious on their authors' part at least before Jung
identified the archetypes. That is, the critic is in danger of
locating archetypes at every turn or, more insidiously, of
declaring that a given image is an expression of an archetype
because its appearance has decisive consequences in the text and
then, having demonstrated that the image is an archetypal
expression, ai^uing that the image has decisive interpretative
consequences. Fortunately for the present argument, one can
break out of this circle by turning to certain external evidence:
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the conventions of the mock-epic, the gravity of the cultural
situation in the Tory satirists' view, and the variety of the
constellation of images and motifs that commonly appear
associated with the archetype in Jung's and Neumann's studies
and in the texts surveyed. The consistency with which Swift's
Criticism and Pope's Spleen and Dulness fit the patterns defined
in the major psychological texts is striking and confers a large
measure of certitude on claims that they are expressions of the
Terrible Mother archetype. The evil female figures in heroic
tragedy are somewhat less certainly archetypal, though heroic
tragedies, like mock-epics, are based on heroic poetry in
Dryden's case. The nagging spinsters common to narratives of
the period are even less clearly archetypal, and regarding them
as such offers no critical insights or interpretative advantages.
And finally, it is clear that the three female figures studied
most closely here are not antifeminist in the usual sense of that
term. They are the unconscious expressions of "an inward
image at work in the human psyche," to recall Neumann's
phrase, expressions of psychological truths deeply seated in the
collective unconscious, not literary extensions of a social idiom.

